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The identity of Osyris abyssinica Hochst. var. speciosa AW. Hill is discussed. This hitherto poorly understood 
member of the south-western Cape flora of southern Africa is raised to the status of a species, Colpoon 
speciosum (AW. Hill) P.A. Bean, stat. and comb. nov., Colpoon thereby losing its monotypic status. It is 
described, illustrated and compared with the only other species in the genus, C. compressum Berg. Its 
taxonomy, fire biology, parasitism and dispersal are briefly discussed. C. speciosum is unusual among fynbos 
shrubs in flowering only in the first season after a veld fire, and remaining vegetative in subsequent seasons 
until the stems are again destroyed by fire. 
Die identiteit van Osyris abyssinica Hochst. var. speciosa AW. Hill, 'n takson uit die Suidwes-Kaap van 
suidelike Afrika, waaroor daar ontoereikende taksonomiese en ekologiese kennis bestaan, word bespreek. Die 
takson word tot spesiestatus verhef as Colpoon speciosum (A. W. Hill) P.A. Bean. Dit word beskryf, ge"illustreer 
en vergelyk met die enigste ander spesie van die genus, nl. Co/poon compressum Berg. Colpoon is dus nie 
meer 'n monotipiese genus nie. Verder word die verspreiding en die biologie van die takson bespreek. Dit wil 
voorkom asof C. speciosum 'n unieke fynbos-struik kan wees, deurdat dit slegs in die eerste seisoen na 'n 
veldbrand blom. Daarna bly die plant vegetatief tot na die volgende vuur. 
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Introduction 
In Flora Capensis Hill (1915b) delimited three tribes in the 
South African family Santalaceae. These are the Thesieae and 
the Osyrideae with stamens equalling the perianth segments 
in number, and the Grubbieae with stamens twice as many. 
The Thesieae have dry fruits as opposed to the fleshy fruits of 
the Osyrideae. In the Osyrideae, Hill recognized the genera 
Osyridocarpus, Rhoiacarpus and Osyris, the first two having 
hermaphrodite flowers and Osyris being dioecious to 
subdioecious. The long perianth tube and obscure disc of 
Osyridocarpus distinguish it from Rhoiacarpus which has a 
short tube and prominent disc. 
In the winter of 1896 A.A. Bodkin collected at Hermanus 
material of an undescribed taxon which he identified 
provisionally as Colpoon or Osyris. He presented it to Harry 
Bolus and gave more material of this taxon, collected in the 
same place, month and year, to Francis Guthrie. In the 
following year one fair-sized twig of the same taxon was 
collected in the vicinity of the Houw Hoek Inn by Harry 
Bolus himself. Both were in full flower. No habitat or habit 
data were recorded. Despite the flowers being hermaphrodite, 
Hill used the Bodkin (sub Bolus) and Bolus collections in 
BOL to typify Osyris abyssinica Hochst. var. speciosa A.W. 
Hill (1915a, p.100; 1915b, p.209). No further collections are 
known to have been made until 1982, except for a sheet in the 
herbarium of Rhodes University collected in the Hottentots 
Holland Mountains in 1953 by Noel, brought to the attention 
of the author late in the preparation of this paper. 
In his studies of the Santalaceae, Stauffer (1961) redefined 
the genera in the tribe Osyrideae in Africa. He concluded that 
there were three, two monotypic: Colpoon Berg. and 
Rhoiacarpos DC.; and a third, Osyris L., with two species in 
Africa, of which only O. lanceolala Hochst. & Steudel (syn. 
O. abyssinica Hochst. ex A. Richard) occurs south of the 
Sahara. Like Hill, he distinguished Osyris from the 
hermaphrodite Colpoon and R hoiacarpos with their terminal 
inflorescences, by its dioecy or semi-dioecy and axillary 
inflorescences. Colpoon, with its four-sided flat disc and 
short style, was distinguished from Rhoiacarpos with its cup-
shaped, 5-6-sided disc and long style. 
Stauffer (1961) made no mention of Osyris abyssinica 
Hochst ex A. Richard var. speciosa A. W. Hill. The 
herbarium syntypes were, however, determined by him as 
'Colpoon compressum Berg. forma': clearly, Stauffer was 
uncertain of their true identity. 
In the summer of 1981/82, plants with flowers conforming 
broadly in structure to those of the monotypic genus Colpoon 
sensu Stauffer and matching the material of the neglected 
Osyris abyssinica var. speciosa were discovered resprouting 
and flowering extremely vigorously in recently burnt veld in 
the Klein River Mountains north of Hermanus, Cape 
Province. These plants eventually produced a mass of drupes 
almost twice as large as those of the monotypic Colpoon 
compressum. The natural populations were kept under 
observation in Fernkloof Nature Reserve and Vogelgat 
Private Nature Reserve. The plants did not flower again until 
after the next veld fire, nearly a decade later (Williams pers. 
comm.). In contrast, sympatric plants of C. compressum 
burnt by the 1981/82 fire remained vegetative throughout the 
first growing season. Only four months after the shedding of 
the fruits of the unidentified plants were the first sparse 
flowerbuds recognizable on a few stem tips of the C. 
compressum plants. On mature plants of C. compressum it is 
usually possible to find evidence of flowering and fruiting 
every year. 
Recent observations and collections made at Hermanus 
and at Heidehof near Pearly Beach have given enough data 
for a full description of the taxon. It can now be identified 
with the Bodkin and Bolus collections noted above. Of the 
two collections seen and determined by Hill in the Bolus 
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Figure 1 Colpoon speciosum (A. W. Hill) P.A. Bean. 1. Habit of plant at the fruiting stage. 2. Part of flowering stem at anthesis, consisting 
of a leafy stem and a stem bearing four peduncles, one of them forked, terminating in receptacles with flowers. 3. Stem with six peduncles 
bearing mature fruits and non-fruiting receptacles. 4. Flower cluster on a peduncle, consisting of buds and open flowers with 4, 5 and 6 
perianth lobes. 5. Old receptacle with persistent bracts and bracteoles, and craters left by fallen flowers revealing a reduced cymose inflores-
cence. 6. Open flower from above showing incurved stamens in grooves on the rim of the shallow disc, and square-topped style with 
stigmatic points alternating with the stamens. 7. L.S. of the flower showing free-central placenta and 4 pendant ovules, and hairs attaching 
the dorsal surface of the anther to the base of the perianth lobe. No's. 1 & 2 from Bean 2063,3-7 from the popUlation of Bean 2026. 
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herbarium I have chosen the Bodkin specimen [sub Bolus 
(BOL 51201)] as the lectotype. It consists of two twigs. It is 
unlikely that Hill ever saw the other Bodkin (sub Guthrie) 
specimen; it carries no determination by him and was in a 
private collection until presented to the Compton herbarium 
in the 1950's by Guthrie's daughter, Louise (Rourke pers. 
comm.), but it can be regarded as a probable isolectotype. 
Description 
Colpoon speciosum (A. W. Hill) P.A. Bean stat. & 
comb. nov. 
TYPUS.- In declivibus prope Hermanus Pietersfontein 100' [30 
m] JUly 1896, A.A. Bodkin sub Bolus s.n. [BOL (No 51201)! lecto-
type, selected here); In declivibus prope Hermanuspetrusjontein, 
anno 1896, Bodkin sub GuJhrie 4231 (NEG! probable isolecto-
type); Caledon div: near Houw Hoek, 1100' [335 m] July 1897, 
Bolus, s.n. [BOL (No 51201)! syntype]. 
Basionym: Osyris abyssinica Hochst. var. speciosa A.W. Hill, Kew 
Bulletin: 100 (1915a) 
A glabrous, rather open, rigid, sparsely branched, many-
stemmed shrub to 2 m high and occupying an area up to 2.5 m 
in diameter at the base, often dying in the centre, with living 
stems forming a discontinuous circle. Stems somewhat 
angular with longitudinal ridges, of two types: flowering 
stems produced first, within weeks of the previous aerial parts 
being destroyed by fire, green, very crowded, coarse, up to 
400 mm long, leafy only in the lower parts, becoming bowed 
by the weight of the maturing fruits and then brown and 
withered after fruit drop, unbranched or sparsely forked and 
bearing at intervals ascending or spreading peduncles which 
bear the flowers on expanded fleshy receptacles at their tips; 
and vegetative stems arising from near the base of the 
flowering shoots during anthesis, elongating gradually until 
they overtop the fruiting stems, and persisting, becoming 
rigid, erect and sparsely branched. Leaves alternate or 
subopposite, occasionally opposite, leathery, ovate to 
subrotund or elliptical, 26-45 x 10-26 mm, dull green, 
concolorous, ascending, distant and reduced on the flowering 
stems but often crowded on young vegetative stems; apex 
obtuse and recurved-apiculate; base obtuse; margin obscurely 
undulate, pale, sometimes reddish; midrib pale and 
occasionally double; lateral veins usually rather obscure 
when fresh but sometimes becoming prominent above when 
dry; petiole 1-3 mm long. Peduncles 0-35 mm long at 
anthesis, of determinate growth, the lowest arising in the axils 
of bracts which become increasingly raised up on successive 
peduncles towards the apex of the flowering stems, peduncles 
becoming 0-55 mm long when fruiting, expanded at their 
apices into slightly fleshy, bracteolate receptacles, scarred 
with conspicuous pits left by fallen flowers. Inflorescence 
imperfectly cymose, bearing 5-10 flowers, but, by coales-
cence of the receptacles, sometimes comprising up to 80 
crowded flowers; bracts and bracteoles forming a series of 
organs of irregularly diminishing size with the foliage leaves, 
persistent, varying from obovate, narrowing towards base and 
apex, to linear, laminas varying from ca. 4.5-18 x 1-6 mm; 
bracteoles not clearly associated with particular flowers. 
Flowers perfect, pedicel ca. 1.5 mm long; bud turbinate, ca. 
3.5 X 3 mm, emitting a pervasive, rank odour. Perianth 
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slightly fleshy, green or maroon-tinged below, yellowish-
green within, when fully open flat to slightly recurved, 5-6.5 
mm across, closing again after anthesis and persisting on the 
drupe until after fruit fall, lobes 4, less often 5 or 6, va Iv ate, 
deltoid, 2 X 2.5 mm; tube scarcely produced. Stamens 4-6, 
equalling the number of perianth lobes and opposite them, 
arising below the disc and incurved over it through notches in 
the rim, attached to the base of the tepal by threads of tissue 
from the back of the anther; filament 0.5 mm long, anther 0.8 
mm X 0.5 mm, introrse, dehiscing longitudinally. Disc 
yellowish-green, slightly raised, shallowly saucer-shaped, 
conspicuous, 4-(5-6)-sided, ca. 2 mm across. Ovary inferior, 
with a single locule. Placentation free-central. Ovules 3-5. 
Style a truncate cone ca. 0.5 mm high, apex 3-5-sided, with 
3-5 rounded stigmas at the angles usually alternating with the 
stamens. Fruit a drupe, single-seeded, ellipsoid or ovoid to 
spherical, smooth to slightly ribbed, flushing yellow or red 
and finally purple-black as it ripens, the fleshy mesocarp 
sweet and juicy, finally up to 25 mm long X 21 mm wide; 
apex crateriform. Seed solitary, ovoid to spherical, 9-13 X 
9-13 mm; embryo with copious endosperm containing oil 
reserves. (Figure 1). 
Distribution 
While C. compressum is widespread from the Cape to Natal 
and into tropical Africa (Hill 1915a), C. speciosum is known 
to occur only in the Bredasdorp and Caledon districts from 
Hottentots Holland, Houw Hoek and the PalmietRiver mouth 
in the west to Pearly Beach and Brandfontein in the east (see 
Figure 2). Sight records are reported from Betty's Bay (J.P. 
_ >1500m 
OJ 90Q·1500m 
L::::::::::J 300- 900m 
o <300m 
o SCkm. 
Figure 2 Distribution of Colpoon specioswn. 
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Rourke pers. comm.) and from Stinkhoutbos and Gansbaai 
(Williams pers. comm.). 
It has been found growing in fynbos on rocky, well-drained 
lower south slopes of sandstone mountains, on deep sands of 
the coastal plains at the base of limestone hills, (where C. 
compressum seems to be absent), and growing out of crevices 
on the west-facing slopes and up to the summits of limestone 
hills, from about 33 m to 350 m above sea level. 
Conservation status 
C. speciosum populations are found on lower mountain 
slopes and coastal plains, areas which are highly vulnerable 
to damage or destruction by grazing, ploughing, by invasion 
by a number of weedy exotic shrubs, and by urban develop-
ment. However, several populations are protected within 
nature reserves so the species is under no immediate threat. 
Specimens examined 
-3418 (Simonstown): Hottentots Holland (-BB) , July 1953, Noel 
443 (RUH); Kleinmond Nature Reserve, Palmiet River mouth in 
sand on slopes east of the lagoon, (-BD), 19.8.1989, Bean 2086 
(BOL). 
-3419 (Caledon) : Houw Hoek in the mountains (-AA), July 1897, 
Bo/us s.n. (BOL); Klein River Mountains, Femkloof Nature 
Reserve (-AC) , 61 m, 14/5/1982, Williams 3246 (HER-F, NBG); 
Vogelgat Private Nature Reserve, (-AD), 10/3/1982 (in flower), 
Williams 3206 (HER-V, NBG); 2/5/1982 (in flower) Williams 
3225, (HER-V, NBG); 14/2/1982 unbumt, (non-reproductive) 
Williams 3196 (HER-V, NBG); Waterval farm, streambank 27 m, 
26J7/1988 (in flower), Bean 2025 (BOL); Open sandy flats, 26J7/ 
1988, Bean 2026 (BOL); Hermanuspetrusfontein, Bodkin sub 
Guthrie (NBG), Herrnanus Pietersfontein Bodkin sub Bolus s.n . 
(BOL 51201); Near Heidehof (-DA), 46 m, 18/6/1989 (in flower), 
Bean 2009 (BOL, K, LDS, MO, NBG, S, STE,), 25/11/1988; (in 
fTuit) Bean 2063 (B, BOL, CANB, HER-F, K, L, LD, M, MEL, 
MO, NBG, PRE, S, STE, UPS, W); S. slopes of the Soetanysberg, 
Brandfontein, (-DD) (non-reproductive) 13.9.1989, M. 
Richards s.n. 
Generic concept 
In its perfect flower borne in a terminal inflorescence, short 
style and flattish disc C. speciosum conforms to Stauffer's 
concept of Colpoon. However, other characters used by 
Stauffer in his delimitation of Colpoon and the related genera 
must be modified to accommodate the new species. 
Stauffer states that the bracts of Colpoon (as C. compres-
sum) are usually deciduous, in contrast to the persistent bracts 
of Rhoiacarpos, but that sometimes a few which are transi-
tional to foliage leaves may persist. In 36 collections of 
Colpoon compressum held at the Bolus and the Compton 
herbaria, mainly from the eastern and western Cape, the 
bracts persisted and enlarged slightly in one case, in seven 
most of the bracts persisted but did not enlarge much after 
flower fall, and in three a few bracts remained. In the rest, as 
described by Stauffer, the bracts and bracteoles disappear. 
The consistent enlargement and conspicuous presence of 
bracts and bracteoles on fruiting branches of C. speciosum are 
characteristic of this taxon and in most cases, serve as a 
useful ancillary character to distinguish it from C. 
compressum. 
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Stauffer stated that the number of stigmatic lobes is 
diagnostic in the three genera of the Osyridae, being 3, 4 and 
5 in Osyris, Colpoon and Rhoiacarpus respectively. 
However, as the stigma can be 3-5-lobed in a single plant of 
C. speciosum, this character can no longer be regarded as 
diagnostic in the Osyridae. 
To accommodate C. speciosum, the generic limits of 
Colpoon as set by Stauffer must now be modified as follows. 
The phyllotaxy of Colpoon varies from alternate, through 
subopposite to opposite; the leaves vary from ovate, 
lanceolate, elliptical or nearly rotund to obovate or 
oblanceolate; the bracts persist or fall; the stigma is 3-{i-
lobed; and the disc is 4-{i-sided. 
Specific differences between C. compressum and C. 
speciosum 
Field and herbarium studies revealed differences between C. 
compressum and C. speciosum that are detailed in Table 1. In 
brief, discrimination between the two taxa in the field is most 
easy on the basis of flowering behaviour and fruit size, but 
the dimensions of flower, receptacle, peduncle and inflores-
cence are all larger in C. speciosum than in C. compressum, 
and the position of the inflorescence shoots is also 
characteristically different. 
Table 1 The major morphological differences 
between CoJpoon compressum and C. speciosum 
C. compressum 
Leaves usually opposite to 
subopposite, less often 
alternate 
Inflorescence delicate, term inal 
on current growth every year, 
5-55 mm long, usually 
immersed in the upper leaves, 
not produced in the first 
season after a fire, but produced 
annually once flowering 
is initiated 
Diameter of bud 1.7-2.4 mm in 
dry material 
Length of bud, including pedicel 
1.9-3.5 mm in dry material 
No. of peduncles per axis of 
mature plants 1-9 
Diameter of peduncle 
at anthesis 0.5...{).9 mrn 
Length of fruiting peduncle 
0-12 mrn 
Bracts and bracteoles usually 
falling at anthesis 
Sepals usually falling early 
from apex of fruit 
Fruit up to 17 X 12 mrn 
C. speciosum 
Leaves as often alternate 
as subopposite, less 
often opposite 
Inflorescence sturdy, 80-400 mm 
long, on almost leafless 
axes arising at ground 
level produced only in the 
first year after a veld 
fire, but often detectable 
as withered remains for at least 
six years afterwards 
Diameter of bud 2.7-3. I mm 
in dry material 
Length of bud, including pedicel 
4.5-5.3 mm in dry material 
No. of peduncles per axis of 
mature plants 9-22 
Diameter of peduncle 
at anthesis 1-2.5 mrn 
Length of fruiting peduncle 
0-55 mm 
Bracts and bracteoles persisting 
and enlarging in fruiting stage 
Sepals persisting in the fruit 
and incurved over its apex 
Fruit up to 25 X 21 mm 
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Fire response and flowering time 
The production of flowers in the fIrst suitable season after a 
fire is a well-known response in fynbos geophytes. Many 
resprouting fynbos shrubs such as Erica cerinthoides L. may 
flower promptly after a fire, (but with a small above-ground 
biomass), but continue to flower in subsequent years. Others, 
such as Aspalathus spinosa L., may be short-lived members 
of the post-fire succession (Cowling & Pierce 1988). C. 
speciosum is perhaps the first record of a long-lived dicoty-
ledonous fynbos shrub whose blooming seems totally 
dependent upon the stimulus of fire, with no flowers appear-
ing in years when there has been no veld fire. 
Parasitism 
The Santalaceae are said to be semi-paraSItIc: Colpoon 
compressum is a non-specific root parasite of all plants within 
range (Visser 1981). The size of the plant of C. speciosum, 
enormous relative to any possible host plant in its vicinity in 
the first year after a fire, makes any permanent parasitic 
relationship once the plant is mature unlikely. This is worthy 
of further study. 
Dark, discoid lesions, 2-5 mm across, of an Ascomycete 
fungus, Diplochorella amphimelaena (Mont.) Theiss & Syd. 
are to be found on the leaves of Colpoon compressum (Tim 
1971). They are also quite characteristic of C. speciosum in 
the post-fire years. 
Fruit dispersal 
The flesh of the fruit tastes sweet and is relished by baboons. 
A heavy crop of fruits in an area laid waste by a veld fire 
could be an important food for such large vertebrates. This 
may result in an effective dispersal of the hard seeds. 
However, prior to ripening and throughout the fruiting 
season, many fruits were found to be nibbled open, possibly 
by mice, and the seeds exposed or dropped beneath the parent 
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plant. While the plant would seem to be exploiting a niche in 
a food web temporarily impoverished by fire, the early 
exposure of a proportion of the seeds without their being 
transported would seem to be benefitting some consumer 
organism to the disadvantage of C. speciosum. 
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